
STOP 



Early Journal Content on JSTOR, Free to Anyone in the World 

This article is one of nearly 500,000 scholarly works digitized and made freely available to everyone in 
the world by JSTOR. 

Known as the Early Journal Content, this set of works include research articles, news, letters, and other 
writings published in more than 200 of the oldest leading academic journals. The works date from the 
mid-seventeenth to the early twentieth centuries. 

We encourage people to read and share the Early Journal Content openly and to tell others that this 
resource exists. People may post this content online or redistribute in any way for non-commercial 
purposes. 

Read more about Early Journal Content at http://about.jstor.org/participate-jstor/individuals/early- 
journal-content . 



JSTOR is a digital library of academic journals, books, and primary source objects. JSTOR helps people 
discover, use, and build upon a wide range of content through a powerful research and teaching 
platform, and preserves this content for future generations. JSTOR is part of ITHAKA, a not-for-profit 
organization that also includes Ithaka S+R and Portico. For more information about JSTOR, please 
contact support@jstor.org. 



SURVEY OP A PORTION OF THE MEXICAN-GULP 

COAST. 



By Commander P. H. Baker, U. S. N. 



Communicated. 



Norfolk, Ya., December 2d, 1873. 
Dear Sir, — In my letter of the 13th of August last, I promised 
to write in reference to my recent survey of the Mexican-Gulf 
coast. Yarious causes have prevented me from doing so hereto 
fore, but I will now endeavor to give you some account of it- 
However, as it was only a running survey, to which only a limited 
time could be allowed, with a most inaccessible coast to deal with, I 
fear I shall have little of interest to relate for the Society. On the 
loth of March last, I left Key West, in command of the United 
States steamer " Wyoming," for the mouth of the Rio Grande, to 
commence the survey referred to. The Rio Grande was not reached 
until the 27th of the same month, owing to heavy south-east gales 
and a " norther," and to the necessity of husbanding my coal, as the 
survey could only be carried on under steam, and no coal could be 
expected short of Yera Cruz. Having arrived at the mouth of the 
Rio Grande, a party was sent on shore in one of the ship's whale- 
boats to rate the chronometers and survey the mouth of the river. 
But in crossing the bar the boat was nearly filled with water, by 
which a chronometer was ruined for the work of the survey ; the 
boat was also with difficulty saved from capsizing, although to all 
appearance the bar was passable and safe; after which I hired a 
covered lighter from shore, in charge of a pilot, for crossing. It is 
certainly a most dangerous bar, and should never be attempted in a 
ship's boat, excepting, perhaps, during the months of July and 
August. We found on it about four feet of water, but were not 
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able to determine accurately, as it was never smooth enough during 
our stay. It is half a mile further from shore than it was when 
last surveyed (in 1857). This fact, and the shoal-water extending 
for nearly a mile before reaching the deep water of the river, 
plainly show that the alluvium and debris from the latter are fast 
extending the land. In fact, quite an extent of shoal marked on 
the chart of 1857 is now quite dry. We found that the observatory 
which was erected by the United States Boundary Commission had 
been carried away a few years since by the changing of the bed of 
the river, caused by a hurricane, the channel now being over the spot 
where it stood ; and, by-the-way, I will here remark that the river's 
bed, according to the inhabitants of Clark's Tillage, on the Texas 
side, is constantly working to the northward, and Mexico is conse- 
quently gaining ground at our expense. I was informed that at the 
close of the Mexican war the Mexican town of Bagdad was close to 
the river's bank ; now it is fully a quarter of a mile from it. We 
found little or no tide ; but at the ship's anchorage, three miles from 
shore, there was a current setting generally to the northward and 
eastward, or parallel to the coast-line; but, like the tides in this 
vicinity, it is very much influenced by the winds, and varies from a 
half to a mile and a half per hour. This north-easterly set of the 
current doubtless continues, and, uniting with the outflow of 
the Mississippi, goes far towards creating the Gulf stream. Taking 
a spot near where the observatory stood as our initial point, other 
points were established from it down the coast as far as the signals 
could be seen. The ship was then (on the 11th of April) got under 
way, and the survey carried on by cross and astronomical bearing?, 
and by angles from the ship upon huts, wrecks, logs, etc., the ship's 
positions being frequently determined by observations. After 
thirty miles had been run in this way, the ship was anchored, and 
an attempt made to land and verify the work ; but the boats could 
not reach the shore, owing to the very high line of breakers in which 
no boat could have remained upright, but the ship was kept at 
anchor, and her position determined as accurately as. possible, and 
the shore fixed from it. The ship was then got under way, and 
continued on down the coast, making frequent but unavailing 
attempts to land, until reaching Tampico River. From the Rio 
Grande to the Rio Fernando del Tigre it is a dreary waste of sand, 
raised into small hillocks by the winds, and relieved here and there 
by small patches of tufted grass. The soundings were quite regu- 
lar, there being from six to seven fathoms within a mile or less of the 
shore, and the bottom was covered with coarse gray sand unmixed with 
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shells ; and, as no fish were caught, I am inclined to believe that all 
is as blank under the water as on the land. There was now and 
then a norther, but the wind was generally from the eastward and 
southward and eastward, which brought in a heavy swell, which, 
breaking violently as it neared the shore, made it a very dangerous 
coast to approach in bad weather. The climate is very damp, as a 
general thing, but is dry for a short time after a norther, although it 
is then cold and disagreeable. After leaving the Rio Fernando, the 
Laguna del Madre appears in sight, which is a great relief. The 
lagoon is separated from the sea by a narrow belt of sand in hum- 
mocks, broken enough in a number of places by the sea, the most 
noticeable being the Boquillas Oerradas. The land all along is so 
low that the lagoon could be plainly seen from the deck of the ves- 
sel. We found that the coast was much in error as laid down on 
the chart ; the land extends further to the eastward, from five miles 
at the Fernando to some fifteen at the Boquillas Cerradas. But I 
am inclined to think that this error does not altogether arise from 
incorrect surveys, for it is many years since this part of the coast 
was surveyed, and the shore has doubtless been extended to the 
eastward by the sand being thrown up by the constant action of the 
heavy easterly swell. I noticed that, all along this part of the coast, 
the sea broke violently at some distance from the shore, as if new 
ridges of sand were being thrown up, which in time would appear 
above the surface. After leaving Laguna del Madre, as the River 
Santander is approached, high land appears some ten miles back from 
the coast called Oorrizo and Palmas. This is the first approach to 
the mountain-range which extends, with little interruption, all the 
way to the peaks of Perote and Orizaba. After leaving the San- 
tander the coast rises higher, with principally sand-hills, but 
with more signs of verdure, until the vicinity of the Rio Tordo is 
reached, when the coast-line is higher a hundred feet or more, and 
is well covered with grass or trees immediately back from the coast. 
The bottom becomes in places rocky and quite uneven, varying 
from five to nine fathoms a mile or two from shore. Along 
this region large quantities of excellent fish were caught. The 
weather was much the same; that is, easterly and south-easterly 
winds, with hazy weather and heavy swells, which made it difficult 
to obtain accurate results. There were occasional northers, but of 
a lighter nature. After leaving the Tordo, the land increases in 
height on the coast as well as in the interior, and the foliage ex- 
tends close to the sand-beach, becoming more and more dense as 
the Tampico River is approached. At Tampico bar, where we 
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arrived April 29th, a landing was effected, and its position ascer- 
tained to be very little different from that given on the chart, which 
is from an English survey of comparatively late date. On the bar 
there were found nine feet of water, with a sand islet of small extent 
just awash. To this point bold water was found all the way from the 
Rio Grande, with the shore a mile distant. There were no appear- 
ances of rocks two miles from the shore, between the rivers Santander 
and Tordo, as described in the various " Sailing Directions " and 
" Coast Filots ". If such there were at the time of the old surveys of 
the Spaniards, the coast has extended out to them, and this is borne 
out by the fact that we found the coast-line constantly further to the 
eastward than as laid down on the charts, as was the case further to 
the northward. After leaving Tampico, the coast-land becomes 
higher for some forty miles ; but it gradually loses its green appear- 
ance, until the sand-hills become entirely bare, and continues so until 
Cape Roxo is reached. The water, also, deepens until twenty-four 
fathoms are found, the bottom being covered with coarse gray sand 
mixed with broken shell and gravel. A landing was made at Cape 
Roxo, the ship being anchored between it and the Blanquilla reef. 
The weather was very fine and the water smooth ; but the boats, on 
leaving the shore, were filled with water by the surf. The follow- 
ing day, the sea was breaking very violently between the ship and 
the shore ; so that it must be a very unsafe place for a ship in bad 
weather, particularly as the anchorage is bad, the bottom being 
covered with rocks, anchors, and chains. A boat was sent to the 
Blanquilla reef, which was found to be a sand islet, just showing 
above the water, fringed with coral reefs, bold of approach, four 
fathoms having been found close to them. After leaving Roxo, the 
ship was anchored to the southward and westward of Lobos Island, 
the ship having been taken between the reefs and the main-land, 
finding not less than five fathoms and quite a smooth sea, thereby 
showing the passage to be safe for an ordinary vessel in good weather- 
Lobos Island is oval-shaped, a quarter of a mile long, in a north-east 
and south-west direction, and covered with trees of considerable 
height. It affords a good shelter during the northers, which occur 
so frequently during the winter and early spring months. The 
island is surrounded by a coral reef, which can be approached boldly, 
four or five fathoms having been found by us close to it. Twenty- 
four fathoms were also found between it and the reef (Media) to 
the northward of it, showing a clear and safe passage for a ship 
of the largest class. To the southward of Cape Roxo the land 
becomes densely wooded and higher, and remains so until near 
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Yera Cruz. The Rio Tanguijo was found to be but some seven 
miles to the northward of Tuspan, although it is laid down eleven 
miles further north on the old charts. Tuspan bar has but six feet 
of water on it, and is rarely passable for boats, excepting during 
the summer months. Shoal-water extends some two miles out, so 
that vessels have to be careful in taking an anchorage. The ship 
was taken between the Tuspan reefs and the coast, and a very safe 
passage found, there being not less than seven fathoms. The reefs 
are principally of coral, nearly awash, and covered with turtles. 
The reefs were quite smooth when surveyed by us, but they must 
break very heavily in stormy weather. They can be approached 
closely, and deep passages were found between them. The weather 
continued much the same, with the exception of the northers, which 
rarely extend into the month of May. A narrow lagoon com- 
mences some thirty miles to the southward of Tuspan, and extends 
to near Point Delgada, with numerous openings to the sea, includ- 
ing several rivers, the most important of which are the Gonzales, 
San Pedro, and Palmas. After leaving Tuspan, the mountains 
become higher and approach the coast, from which they are cut off 
by the lagoon described above. The Dos Hermanos, some thirty 
miles to the northward of Point Delgada, and near the Rio Palmas, 
tower boldly to the height of a thousand feet, and must serve as an 
excellent landmark to vessels in clear weather. The coast from 
Tuspan to Delgada was found to be laid down on the old charts 
from two to three miles too far to the eastward, which was quite 
accurate when we consider the inadequate means possessed at the 
time for determining longitudes. The coast from Delgada to Vera 
Cruz, including the reefs off the latter place, was found to be quite 
correct, it having been surveyed not many years since by officers of the 
French navy. From Point Delgada to Point Zempoala, some thirty 
miles to the northward of Vera Cruz, the mountains rise immediately 
from the coast from fifteen to twenty-four hundred feet, and are bold 
and rugged. The water gradually deepens after leaving Tuspan, 
and is entirely free from danger. The bottom appears covered with 
gray sand, shell, coral, and gravel. "We reached Vera Cruz on the 
15th of May, and left there on the 20th of the same month, and 
returned to the Eio Grande to rerate the chronometers for the final 
corrections of the survey. We found the bar just as dangerous as 
when we left, but there were no northers. There is not a harbor 
along the whole extent of coast until arriving at Vera Cruz for any 
but small coasting vessels, excepting the River Tampico, the bar of 
which can be passed at times by vessels drawing ten feet of water. 
31 
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I was therefore compelled to anchor on the open coast. We arrived 
off the Rio Grande, on our return, on the 24th of May, having 
been but some six weeks making the running survey, which will 
account for the meagre description I have to give of the coast, etc. 
I have had also to trust to memory, as all the data were sent to the 
Navy Department. 

Very respectfully yours, 

F. H. BAKER, 

Commander TJ. 8. N. 

Alvast S. Southwobth, Esq., 

Secretary American Geographical Society. 



